Forces That Shaped My Career
After spending a few summers working on the playground that my father supervised for the town recreation program, I recognized that certain activities, presented at the right time, seemed to have the power to change behavior dramatically. Certain children who were "loners," or those who were hostile, or those whose developmental skills were lagging, seemed to be able to find joy in life when the right activity with the "just right" challenge was presented to them. When it came time to go to college, I chose occupational therapy as the profession most likely to provide the answers to my questions.
But entering occupational therapy school is when the perseverance became necessary. Strangely, the field and its educational programs seemed to provide "answers" but not learning experiences that went beyond the established, and always unchallenged, "answers." It became obvious that what I was really seeking was the opportunity to ask questions in pursuit of the truth, not to receive answers that had neither been substantiated nor subjected to critique, revision, and exploration. Questions, which I've always been full of, were put down as being impertinent if not also irrelevant. There were ways of doing things and, yes, using activities to effect change in behavior was the mechanism of choice. But questioning, examining, studying, researching, and critiquing these forms of inquiry were not in vogue. From my perspective today, these forms of inquiry are still not YET sufficiently in vogue in occupational therapy.
I am a Libra, one who needs to have things in balance. Identifying and exploring questions helps to create a balance. However, should things ever appear to be balanced, a Libra must then also "unbalance" them so as to go on with the search for what's right in order to identify better solutions and greater truths. To go in search of truth requires a willingness to engage in debate, which in my case has meant to continue to challenge my profession to improve its professionalism and educational traditions.
Also, my father taught me never to lose an argument. Each night around the dinner table we were challenged to debate the topic of the night, and you had to be prepared to defend your position, no matter how you had arrived at it. You needed evidence, factual material to back your position; you needed perseverance and the ability to tolerate the slings of others who disliked or disagreed with your view. My passion was also shaped by the need to be the best I could be in whatever I did. If I were to be a professional, then I needed to be the best professional I could possibly be. If occupational therapy was to be the object of my efforts, then it seemed essential that my work be focused on the educational processes that would ensure the success of the profession, using the soundest possible evidence and argument.
Although I have chosen to work in a variety of settings, my favorite interactions with students or, for that matter, learners of any age or any discipline, were always in settings where there was open give and take, questioning, and debating of all kinds. Most particularly I have enjoyed being provocative, especially challenging all-too-firmly held beliefs. Though we may not have had adequate research or theory on which to build our practice, I have wanted us not to settle into a state of compliance built around earlier but unexamined beliefs and myths. For I believe that there are no right answers. I therefore believe as well that each and every guiding assumption must be continually reexamined and challenged anew. These were the forces, then, that shaped my passion and prompted my perseverance in a profession devoted to human service.
Conclusions
My passion has been for the study of activity as it is a mediating force in human behavior. There have been many obstacles in the path I chose to follow. Some of these were long-standing patterns of organizational behavior that deterred the development of research and education, so essential to develop a young profession. Too often my provocative questioning left others shaking their heads, wondering why the questions never stopped! But question and challenge we must, and the study of activity as a powerful tool for use in shaping healthier, more productive lives, must become the focus of the research efforts of the profession.
I have persevered through many years to help prepare occupational therapists to earn a meaningful role in providing health care to those whose lives are in turmoil. My passion has been expressed through the world of education, as a means of helping to prepare practitioners for the roles and responsibilities that rightfully should be those of our profession. I believe that eventually we will conquer our self-doubts and learn to structure all of educational programs to graduate therapists who are competent to provide services to those whose lives lack meaning, and for whom activity has the potential to reshape their lives and infuse them with a new purpose. But for now, a great deal more perseverance is required, on the part of our leaders, if this goal is to be met in the 21st century. L
